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The series and exhibition of Plastic Patriotism is the culmination of several years of work
in painting, including prior to my three years in graduate school. The paintings began as an idea,
but truth be told, they really started when I was a child.
As a child of five or six years old I was given to me my first G.I. Joe. He was the
American hero. Every boy I knew had either a G.I. Joe or beloved plastic army men in their
collection. They were heros in my eyes, representing what true American men were supposed to
be: brave, heroic, sacrificing, and most of all leaders of men. These toys were my escape from a
psychologically abusive mother and an absent, distant father. I had my world and although was
unconscious of it at the time, my future, while playing with these toys. I grew up not knowing
where the world would take me. By the time I was near graduating high school I was offered a
scholarship to the Kansas City Art Institute, but because of my family’s unsupportive nature and
inability to afford any education past high school, I was unable to accept the scholarship. This
harsh reality to made my dream of becoming an artist unattainable. I knocked around for a few
years doing odd jobs and found myself following a deep dark path that was leading nowhere. I
finally found a way to get to college. I enlisted into the United States Army and a new course
was set into motion for my future.
I had forgotten my childhood as I grew to be a man, never thinking much about those
toys, or my youth until I was forced to do so during therapy sessions dealing with my posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which I had developed during my time in combat in Panama,
during Operation Just Cause. Therapy was where the most damaging aspect of my childhood and
the psychological abuse I suffered as a youth, and life as a combat veteran intersected. It was
also where I became aware that I may have a chance at furthering my education, and I began to
address my own issues with my PTSD in my art work.
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In my first semester in the Northern Illinois University MFA program I started painting
small army men on 24”x 20” canvases. These paintings were small in scale because I was not
confident at what I was trying to say. I didn’t call them studies or preliminary work at the time,
even though they turned out to be just that, work to prepare me for the future. I was unsure of
what I wanted to say, how to say it, or what I wanted the viewer to understand. I was confused
and self-conscious about my art and my direction. The final piece in this series was “Follow
Me!”. I wanted a representation of Iron Mike, a statue placed at Ft. Benning Georgia, home of
the Infantry Training Brigade where I did my Basic Training and Advanced Infantry Training.
The statue is the icon for the infantry and the infantry soldier, and “Follow me!” is the battle cry
for the infantry. You lead by being out front, not from behind, you lead by example. In the
painting “Follow me!” I wanted the viewer to see and understand many of the ideas that are only
found if you served in the infantry. Standing tall in the face of adversity, leading from the front,
and most of all courage under fire. I wasn’t able to do that with these paintings as I found it hard
to portray this idea with these smaller paintings. I tried to use a solid color ground, blue, to
represent the color of the infantry, but to no avail. The scale of the painting and the scope were
not articulating what was needed to be said, and I just didn’t have a voice or the confidence to do
it yet.
It wasn’t until the summer of my second year of graduate school that, during therapy, I
realized that I needed to work on the negative thoughts in my head. I had lived my whole life
with these obsessive thoughts, how I wasn’t good enough, and how I was a waste of time, or that
I was a failure. The paintings that followed would be almost advertisements of these negative
thoughts, which had prevented me from reaching the level in my work and life I desired. The
paintings would be negative words that echo in my head, like Disappear Here, Just Quit, Shame,
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and other words and phrases that have clouded my judgement and kept me from moving forward
unabashed. With these works of art, I finally heard and followed my inner voice, casting away
much of what I had been working on up to that point and concentrating on the reality of what
negative thoughts meant to me. I wanted the viewer to see the words on the surface, and how we
sabotage our own beliefs and goals because of inner fears, and to think about how to approach
the negativity around us in life. I wanted to show that these words were self-destructive and
could be removed from the mind and put onto canvas for the world to see. I even felt that if need
be, making these paintings would allow me to burn these feelings in effigy, as a way of getting
them out of my head, move forward in a more positive direction. With Disappear Here I
executed the painting quickly, and started to be un-concerned with what was around the main
image. The key was to emphasize the phrase or words to the point at which they would meet the
viewer full force, and the words had to be fully legible to the viewer. The figure became front
and center and the ground was pushed back. Once again, the paintings looked incomplete. They
were still too small and the scale of the work didn’t mirror the desired effect. I realized my work
did not have the impact that I was hoping for. The primary concept I did excel at was finding out
that both these groups of paintings were a giant step in me removing my shield and exposing my
artistic vision to the world. I had a psychological wall around myself and I wanted to show the
world I was tearing it down brick by brick. I was now able to see the path, and it was with larger
paintings, to increase the scale, with less specific grounds and more attention to the main figure
itself. The ground had to be muted in such a way that it did not fight with the main image and
message.
Working on the negative thoughts and the exposure of myself allowed me to find the
voice and confidence I was looking for. With these paintings I was open for the world to see and
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judge. It was now the summer of 2018, and I had been through the ringer both in school and in
my personal life. I set up a makeshift studio in my garage and worked on the new body of work.
I was going to re-invent the toy army men, but this time on a grander scale. I wanted the viewer
to be that army man, or at least feel and empathize with what they felt. I wanted people, for a
moment, to feel the pain or anxiety of what it is like to be immersed in the chaos of war. I chose
vintage toy army men from my own past. Over the years, the toy companies censored the army
toys to represent just a positive view of war. There were only soldiers who were posed to be in a
position of strength. In the plastic army men from youth there were many who showed the
vulnerable side of a soldier. In using the older plastic army men, I was able to depict an
indeterminate war or timeframe, allowing the viewer to fit it into any place or time of modern
war era.
The army men I was using were manufactured circa 1960-70’s. This group had a
multitude of soldiers in the package sold by Marx Toy Company. The wounded men in the
package showed the vulnerability I was looking for. These new paintings would be about the
duality of the soldier, and how they portray strength but are actually fragile humans like anyone
else. Today the news about war and combat especially the wars we the United States are in, are
sterilized for the public. We aren’t allowed to see the gruesome side of death and destruction, or
even the flag draped coffins that come home. I want the viewer to look past the censorship and
see, as we said when I was in the army that “At one point a veteran wrote a check to the people
of the United States for up to and including their life”.
Plastic patriotism is real and is seen in many places. It’s the idea that if you give a dollar
to a homeless veteran then you’ve done your part and can go home and sleep well at night, even
though there are veterans who served who may not be able to sleep a full night without reliving

5
the horrors of what they did, let alone the idea that they have a warm bed at all. It is draping
themselves in the flag and sending others to do a job that they would never want to do. It is
telling people how much they feel about the country but never wanting to listen to opposing
views.
As I review and analyze the body of work, I have been creating for the last two years, I
find two major issues to speak about. First are veterans’ issues and how they are represented in
the greater art world. Over the last eighteen years the United States has created many combat
veterans, many of whom want a voice to be carried to the people. From the political action
groups like Vote Vets, and Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America, we see that voice in a
political stance helping veterans move the conversation forward. In the private world as well,
there are many groups helping veterans find their way back to the civilian world after they have
served and sacrificed for their country.
In the the art world, the voice for veteran art, veteran issues veteran’s creative expression
is few. The National Veterans Art Museum in Chicago, is a staple, an institution where the
artistic veteran can be seen and heard. One example is the installation piece named Above and
Beyond, one of the signature pieces that has over 50,000 hanging dog tags of soldiers who died
in Vietnam, by artists, Rick Steinbock, Ned Brodrick, and Mike Helbing. There are small
avenues for veterans to show work, but not as many as are needed. With the acceptance of
therapy and of art therapy, the resulting work done by veteran artists, the need for exhibition
venues is ever increasing. This is not to imply that every piece done by a veteran is appropriate
for exhibition in a gallery setting, but that these issues need to be looked at more clearly, and
attention paid to veteran special needs and special stories.
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It wasn’t until the summer of 2018 that I decided that my own story was relevant and that
contemporary art world could be the avenue in which to present it. I enthusiastically and I
aggressively set out to speak about what it is like to be a soldier on the ground.
The series in my MFA thesis exhibition are five paintings representing a narrative of a
combat patrol. It is an account of what it may be like in the day of a soldier on patrol in a combat
zone. The first painting you see as you enter the gallery is 66”x 96”, titled “The Patrol”. This was
the final painting made and the focal point of the exhibition. It starts the narrative off and lays
out the story to be told. It is five plastic army men in the beginning of the patrol before the direct
engagement with the enemy force. I want the viewer to read the story of the paintings, as a day
or moment in the life of the combat soldier. My intent, is to put the viewer into that moment
when the silence turns to chaos.
As the viewer walks through the exhibit, they see a soldier the instant he is wounded, this
is a 72”x 48” painting titled Incoming! It shows a soldier in the immediate area when an artillery
round is exploding. The next in the series is Medic! A 36”x 60” painting shows a wounded
infantryman crawling for help. He is then seen being carried off by his brethren in the painting
titled The Wounded Warrior. This painting is 72”x 48”. Eventually the soldier is carried off by
the medivac team in the painting titled Collateral Damage, 48”x 84” and leaves the viewer
wanting to know what has become of our warrior. All of these paintings are oil on canvas, and
have a poured ground. Made from the leftover turpenoid sludge from my painting process. I used
this sludge to distinguish the ground from the clear gesso on the canvas. It allowes me to
concentrate on the foreground or main image, which is visually set off from both sludge and
ground.
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. The exhibition is meant to be a statement that is less anti-war and more pro-soldier,
evoking sympathy for the infantryman who day in and out experiences more than most people
can fathom, and still is ever vigilant.
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